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Abstract 
Social class structures life chances and exposure to socioeconomic risks. While some assert a relevant 

middle class squeeze and consequent polarization, others claim the de facto disappearance of social 

classes and a “democratization” of social and economic risks spreading through all layers of the post-

modern societies. We are interested in whether traditionally “safe” middle-class occupations are 

losing their capacity to shelter against socio-economic risks and investigate the change in 

stratification of poverty-risks by occupational class over the last decade. The focus on poverty 

accounts for the household conditions and the redistributive impact of the welfare state. The class-

based stratification of poverty risks indicates pronounced structural inequalities among social groups, 

given its implications in terms of deprived living standards and the reproduction of disadvantages. 

Making use of the longitudinal component of EU-SILC data (2004-2015), we analyse four European 

countries: Italy and Spain, France and the United Kingdom. The analyses document the striking 

persistence of class-based stratification of poverty risks, especially in Southern Europe. While higher 

classes preserved their secure position over time, middle-class occupations slightly increased their 

poverty-risk, particularly in the industrial sector. Notably, lower classes (low and unskilled either in 

service or industrial sector) confirm themselves as the highest at-risk and reported the highest increase 

in the exposure during the considered decade.  
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1 Introduction 
 

Public and scientific debates recently documented a widespread concern about increasing 

economic inequalities (OECD, 2019; Vaughan-Whitehead, 2016) in general, and a polarization of the 

distribution of resources in specific, leading to an erosion of what often has been referred to as 

“middle class” – the prosperous middle as the backbone of affluent societies (Dabla-Norris et al., 

2015; Dallinger, 2013; Madland, 2015). Some evidence for this scenario comes from the descriptive 

development of income distributions. Sociologically more relevant, however, is the study of the 

underlying structure (Goldthorpe, 2009) of social and economic inequalities. Social class proved to 

structure individuals’ life chances, prospects as well as exposure to socioeconomic risks (Erikson, 

Goldthorpe, & Portocarero, 1992; Vandecasteele, 2011; Whelan & Maître, 2010).  

While parts of the literature assert a relevant middle class squeeze to the benefit of rich elites at 

the one and unprivileged, new proletariat, others claim the de facto disappearance of social classes 

and a “democratization” of social and economic risks spreading through all layers of the post-modern 

societies (Beck, 1992, 2013; Giddens, 1991). Without necessarily subscribing the claims of 

individualisation theory, we acknowledge that institutional and economic factors, such as labour 

market dualization and the Great recession may have involved changes in the social stratification of 

risks.  

In light of these changes, we ask whether class still determines economic inequalities, and to what 

extent this has changed over the last decade. We are interested in whether traditionally “safe” middle-

class occupations are losing their capacity to shelter against economic disadvantages. Hence, we 

contribute to the study of economic inequalities by underlying the perks of the structural perspective.  

 

Most studies on economic inequalities (also among social groups) investigated changes in job-

related income. We instead focus on the stratification of a substantive risk such as poverty. Albeit 

narrow, the focus on poverty also accounts for the overall household conditions, net of the 

redistributive impact of the welfare state. The class-based stratification of poverty risks (and its 

changes over time) indicates pronounced structural inequalities among social groups, given its 

implications in terms of deprived living standards and the reproduction of disadvantages (Marx, 

Nolan, & Olivera, 2015).  

 

Making use of the longitudinal component of EU-SILC data (2004-2015), we analyse four 

European countries: Italy and Spain, France and the United Kingdom.  

The analysis document the striking persistence of class-based stratification of poverty risks, 

especially in Southern Europe. While higher classes preserved their secure position over time, 

middle-class occupations slightly increased their poverty-risk, particularly in the industrial sector. 

Notably, lower classes (low and unskilled either in service or industrial sector) confirm themselves 

as the highest at-risk and reported the highest increase in the exposure during the considered decade. 

We further observe that also when considering the poverty determinants of “modernity” (labour 

conditions, demographic and household characteristics, which account for a consistent part of poverty 

risks, class differential remain pretty visible. Finally, social class matters also for entrapment into 

poverty conditions, and the classes most at risk are also the most endangered to experience poverty 

persistence. 
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The article begins with the theoretical background, in which we stress the necessity to consider 

the occupational-class-based structure of economic inequalities motivate to use poverty risk as the 

principal indicator and discuss the interplay of the major poverty determinants. The following section 

3 presents country-specific contexts. Section 4 describes data, operativisation and analytical 

strategies, and section 5 finally present and discuss the evidence, followed by a conclusion. 

 

 

2 The structure of inequality: social class and poverty risk  
 

Recent research on the distribution of income-classes (bases on thresholds or deciles) provided 

clear evidence of a proceeding polarisation (Atkinson & Brandolini, 2013; Dallinger, 2013; Grabka 

& Frick, 2008; OECD, 2019; Vaughan-Whitehead, 2016). Yet, side by the amount of inequality also 

its structure is relevant for an understanding (Goldthorpe, 2009). Our work goes beyond the common 

“one-shot” (Goldthorpe & Jackson, 2007, p. 528) descriptions of income distributions, to contribute 

to the understanding of the recent growth of income inequalities (OECD, 2019; Vaughan-Whitehead, 

2016).  

Social class has been widely employed and debated to investigate the underlying structure of (rising) 

inequalities. Following the Neo-Weberian tradition, the relational nature of jobs is at the basis of 

unequal distribution of opportunities and constraints (Goldthorpe & McKnight, 2006). Occupation, 

employment status and the contractual regulation lay the ground for disparities and are the 

components of social classes (Erikson et al., 1992; Rose & Harrison, 2007). The resultant 

occupational groups (classes) gather information on income conditions, but also convey insights on 

more dynamic aspects such as earning stability, exposure to future socio-economic risks, long-term 

and intergenerational prospects (Goldthorpe & McKnight, 2006). 

 

Classes, inequalities and poverty risks  

According to its theoretical formulation, social classes gather occupations with similar job 

characteristics and homogenous economic and security prospects. If class is still relevant in 

structuring disparities, economic inequalities should thus be visible between occupational groups. 

The national level literature generally confirms such a pattern, also underlining the growth of 

between-class inequalities concerning earnings and income in the period from the 80s until first 2000 

(Albertini, 2013; Morgan & Tang, 2007; Weeden, Kim, Di Carlo, & Grusky, 2007; Williams, 2013).  

Concerning the European landscape, a recent contribution remarks that occupational classes 

accounted for roughly 20% of earnings inequality in the period from 2005 to 2014 (Albertini, 

Ballarino, & De Luca, 2020). The economic recession did not reduce, but rather increase this slightly, 

with the working class experiencing a progressive deterioration of their earnings to the extent that 

authors refer to a “Fanning-out” process. 

 

Nevertheless, approaching economic inequalities by studying only earnings returns a limited 

perspective, restricted to market income of individuals. Families and national welfare states can and 

do intervene in the redistribution. The latter through taxations and benefits to redistribute resources 

among the population. Hence, class-based inequalities may differ across different income measures.  

We focus on the exposure to a substantive socio-economic risk:  relative poverty. Poverty is 

socially relevant because of its strict link to deprivation and social exclusion (Marx et al., 2015), 
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future life-opportunities, as well as the strong intergenerational transmission of disadvantages 

(Andriopoulou & Tsakloglou, 2015). Particularly, poverty is informative of marginalised living 

standard, poor health and short-sighted educational choices (Nolan & Marx, 2012). Differently from 

earnings, relative poverty is measured based on (equivalized) annual household income, considering 

thus the possible compensations by other family members and the welfare state.  

 

The literature documented a nearly hierarchical exposure to socioeconomic risks across social 

classes (Vandecasteele, 2011, 2015; Whelan & Maître, 2010; Whelan, Russell, & Maître, 2016) with 

highest risks for the lower, unskilled classes, and almost no risk exposure among the upper classes 

(managers and professionals). Despite predictable country differences in the level of poverty – which 

see Nordic countries generally less exposed to poverty, Southern countries at the lead, and, 

Continental and Liberal countries in between –, the stratification patterns are pretty similar across 

contexts. Country differences occur for occupations in the middle of the class-hierarchy (technicians, 

associated professionals, skilled service and skilled industrial employees), although they overall 

proved to be sufficiently sheltered from socioeconomic risks.  

 

Does class still matter? – the interplay of poverty determinants  

Decades of research documented the relevance of social classes for the stratification of risks and 

chances in individual lives, as well as its intergenerational persistence. However, recent societal 

changes, related to globalisation, consequent alterations in the production of the employment system 

are claimed to have reduced the relevance of occupation-based social class. This is the assumption of 

individualisation theorists arguing that ongoing radical changes in the labour market (LM) and family 

spheres are marking the inexorable erosion of classes’ influence in determining socioeconomic risks 

(Beck, 1992, 2000, 2013; Giddens, 1991). Specifically, poverty is no longer conceived as a product 

of LM dynamics but becoming a “democratic” life-episode. Hence, one would expect to see signs of 

convergence in the risk exposure among classes. Side by this general idea about de-structuring of 

risks in globalized societies, there are other changes that might come with a changing importance of 

social, occupation-based class. Among the possible determinants of (increasing) poverty risks, we 

stress the role of the LM dynamics and the household characteristics (Scherer, 2016) to identify the 

extent to which occupational classes are still a central predictor of poverty, net of demographics, 

family and labour market-related characteristics.  

In recent decades, European labour markets underwent relevant changes, most prominently the 

process of flexibilization since the 90s, to keep pace with the global market. The resulting rise of 

temporary and part-time employment relations has had a twofold implication. On the one hand, this 

led recent cohorts and more women to enter into the LM (Barbieri et al., 2019). Whereas, on the other 

hand, security and prospects for many workers considerably decreased (Barbieri, 2009; Esping-

Andersen, 2000; Van Lancker, 2011), giving rise to a dualized LM (Biegert, 2017; Häusermann & 

Schwander, 2012; Rueda, 2005). Especially younger generations are increasingly relegated to the 

margins of the LM and thus hampered in reaching economic stability (Barbieri, 2009; Chung, Bekker, 

& Houwing, 2012; Vaughan-Whitehead, 2016). Thereby, fewer young workers can reach secure 

income conditions – even in strong economies (Grabka et al., 2016). Further, women’s entry into LM 

has come with changed household-income-composition over time (Dotti Sani, 2018; Scherer, 2016), 

especially in terms of a rise in dual earner couples, providing major income security as compared to 

single headed households, whose incidence increased as well. Hence, the gradual decrease of the 
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traditional male-breadwinner model results in an increase of income security for more commodified 

families, whereas single headed households find themselves alone in facing possible socioeconomic 

risks, especially when adequate buffer policies are absent (Barbieri & Bozzon, 2016). 

The domestic walls, finally, could also be the source of the so-called new social risks (Whelan & 

Maître, 2008). More or less common life-episodes as childbirth (Barbieri & Bozzon, 2016), single 

parenthood (Horemans & Marx, 2018; Nieuwenhuis & Maldonado, 2018), or other changes in the 

household composition may severely destabilise the financial security. In this regard, empirical 

evidence underlines the interactive relation between these life events and social classes (Pintelon et 

al., 2013; Vandecasteele, 2011, 2015; Whelan & Maître, 2008). And, in this case, even traditionally 

secure occupational classes could experience episodes of severe economic precariousness.  

 

In light of the proven rise of inequalities and the major recent societal changes, we first ask to what 

extent social class (still) stratifies poverty risks and to what extent it might have lost its influence. 

 

Afterwards, we are interested in the recent temporal evolution of the class stratification. In this regard, 

the past two decades also witnessed a none-negligible economic and financial shock. The Great 

recession harshly impacted on households' income stability and employment opportunities (Jenkins 

et al., 2012). It led unemployment to rise sharply, especially for low paid jobs, thus contributing to 

the income polarisation (Grabka et al., 2016; OECD, 2019; Vaughan-Whitehead, 2016) and 

increasing poverty rates. Its consequences have likely been intensified by the established labour 

markets deregulation and welfare retrenchment. This led to increasing disparities to the detriment of 

young workers, marginal employees and also part of middle and less skilled occupations, especially 

in Southern countries (Barbieri et al., 2016; Broughton, 2016; Vaughan-Whitehead, 2016). We hence 

ask whether the class stratification of poverty risk has exacerbated during the last decades. And 

specifically, should we expect a similar “fanning-out” mechanism on poverty risk for the lower 

classes? Have “safe” occupational middle classes been increasingly affected by rising poverty risks? 

 

 

3 Institutional contexts  
 

Several institutional factors moreover determine national-based risk structures. The Labour market 

regulation (Barbieri & Cutuli, 2016), and the redistributive efforts of welfare institutions (Gosta 

Esping-Andersen, 1990) remarkably differ across European countries. We thus compare Italy and 

Spain as Southern countries, strongly hit by the crisis, with a dualized labour market and a stingy 

welfare state, to France as a Continental welfare state with relevant labour market dualities, yet a 

generous and resistant benefit system, and to the United Kingdom that stands as a Liberal country in 

which the residualistic welfare leaves to the market the primacy in shaping inequalities.  

 

 

Among Southern countries, the signs of a slow yet ongoing income polarisation are traced already 

in Italy since the crisis in the 90s (Albertini & Ballarino, 2019; Brandolini, Gambacorta, & Rosolia, 

2019). From that time, Italy has undergone an institutionally driven partial and selective deregulation 

(Barbieri et al., 2016; Esping-Andersen, 2000), which flanked the strong centralisation of its LM. The 

resultant picture was then composed by over secure insiders and increasingly unprotected outsiders 
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looking for stability through marginal occupations. The lack of protection stems from the nature of 

its Mediterranean Welfare state (Ferrera, 1996). This contributory regime favours just the LM insiders 

through an increasing dualization in EPL (Barbieri & Cutuli, 2016) and low coverage of passive LM 

policies. In parallel, the Southern welfare is also lacking adequate reconciliation policies (Daly & 

Ferragina, 2018), thus hampering female labour participation by perpetuating a strong gender division 

of house and children responsibilities. In this context, the recession impacted strongly (Sacchi, 2018) 

and implied a subsequent period of austerity and increased LM flexibility to tackle public debts and 

unemployment.  

In parallel, the Spanish economic inequalities followed the evolution of its LM and welfare state. 

The history of the latter is quite short, in fact, it born after Franco’s death in 1975. From that moment, 

Spain entered into the open market but with a stingy Mediterranean welfare state – thus really close 

to the Italian one. If from the 70s until 2005 the Hispanic LM grew together with the portion of people 

within the middle-income classes, the following years are instead addressed as the (income) 

polarisation phase (de Bustillo & Antón, 2016). Even in Spain, temporary employment has been 

fostered to tackle the rampant unemployment since the 80s. As predictable, this measure led to a LM 

dualization to the detriment of young workers, although employment rose until the beginning of the 

polarisation phase. Spain, moreover, has been one of the most hit countries by the crisis: their 

employment rate fell by around 26% with a consequent rise of inequalities. Commonly with the 

Italian case, Spain reacted through a process of LM deregulation, yet not investing in social buffers 

(Picot & Tassinari, 2016; Thelen, 2014).  

In both Southern countries, the rigid LM and welfare dualization drives our expectations. 

Specifically, less and unskilled occupations – already outsiders – are expected to show the sharpest 

increase in risk exposure over the considered decade.  

 

France is moreover commonly referred to as a Continental state and here is taken as the reference 

for a country characterised by economic stability. In years before, during and after the crisis, indeed, 

this country has not presented signs of notable income polarisation (Bigot et al., 2011; Courtioux & 

Erhel, 2016). Moreover, France stands out for a strong flexibilization combined with a generous 

welfare state. This country started the flexibilization process already during the 80s and strengthened 

it both during and after the crisis. Nevertheless, this institutionally driven dualization has not strongly 

exacerbated income inequalities principally due to the (almost Nordic) generosity of the French 

Welfare. As such, the compound of active, passive [minimum wage and minimum income (Verdugo, 

2014)] and family policies (Daly & Ferragina, 2018) – recently extended in their coverage – 

guaranteed stability of the income distribution. Nevertheless, even though such exemplary social tools 

were present, the lowest strata negatively felt the recession period. 

 

 

With its Liberal soul, the United Kingdom finally represents the primacy of the free market with 

a residual role of the State. Therefore, inequalities arising from jobs become quickly crystallised, 

given the marginal institutional attempts to intervene. The Brits LM has been moreover historically 

marked by a process of de-industrialisation, deregulation and a strong rise of the service sector, 

especially in the private market. Despite these features, as well as the strong impact of the crisis, the 

overall picture of the income distribution remained surprisingly stable (Grimshaw & Rafferty, 2016). 

Nevertheless, the crisis in the United Kingdom involved a reduction of the already thin social buffers 
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with a consequent rise of the poverty rate (Belfield et al., 2014). Thus, this leads us to expect that the 

principal losers of recent years have been workers in marginal and less-skilled occupations. 

  

Following the institutional country-features, we test if some countries managed to protect the low or 

unskilled occupations better than others, or if they faced a similar increase in their exposure to 

poverty risks along the considered period. 

 

 

4 Data and methods 
 

This empirical investigation draws on the European Statistics of Income and Living Conditions 

(EU-SILC) longitudinal microdata for a period from 2004 until 2015 covering the time before, during 

and after the economic crisis. EU-SILC data collect information from a 4-years rotational panel (in 

France the rotational panel lasts for 9 years) and compensates the short temporal span with a high 

number of observations. The analytical sample is composed of individuals in households whose head 

is in working age (18-64) and in dependent employment.  

 

Measures 

Poverty is commonly defined as an annual equivalised (according to OECD-modified scale) 

disposable (after taxes and social transfers) household income that falls below the 60% of the national 

annual median. Given the unreliable income measure for self-employed, they are excluded from the 

analysis. Further, as poverty is measured at the household level, the analysis relies on individual 

information of the head of the household – the self-defined breadwinner among household members.  

Occupational social class is measured thorough the occupational position of the individual1 and 

proxied following the recently proposed ESeG (European Socio-economic Groups) scheme (Meron, 

Amar, & Lindner, 2014) due to restrictions on occupational information. This scheme is however 

informed by the EGP (Erikson, Goldthorpe, & Portocarero, 1992; 2010) and ESeC (Rose & Harrison, 

2007) schemes. From its 9-groups version, we first grouped the first two top classes and further 

excluded self-employed (their income measures are hardly valid), retired and inactive categories. The 

resultant 5-class scheme – now focused only on employees – places Managers and Professionals at 

the top, and low and unskilled industrial and service employees at the bottom. In between, 

Technicians and Associated Professionals Skilled Service and Skilled Industrial employees stand as 

middle-class occupations. Instead of grouping middle occupations together, we distinguish them both 

hierarchically (technicians and associated professionals vs skilled employees) and according to their 

sector (service vs industrial skilled employees). Appendix section 1 reports the construction of the 

class-schema and the theory that guided the proposed aggregation. 

As Figure 1 depicts, besides adjustments in the occupational measurement (from ISCO-88 to 

ISCO-08), the overall pattern of the class-composition remained quite stable2. Signs of country 

heterogeneity, however, emerge when considering the portion skilled and unskilled works. Indeed, 

 
1 The occupation-based social class measure is an individual level concept, and this is how we measure it here. Still recent 

literature underlined the necessity to consider both partners position in order to determine a household’s class. Our results  do 

not change substantively if we apply the dominance approach to define social class.  
2 The picture describes the class composition of households’ heads in working-age in our sample, thus it is largely defined by 

the male component of the household. Hence, the description is not representative of the population. 
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families of the South (Italy and Spain) seem to rely more on industrial and less-skilled occupations. 

Whereas, France and especially the UK show a substantially larger portion of higher occupational 

classes.   

 
Figure 1: Composition of households’ heads’ occupational classes over time and by country – descriptive 

sample. 

 

Appendix Figure 1 moreover confirms a class stratification of income positions. As expected, the 

gap between top and lowest classes is larger in the South and stable over time.  

In the analysis, we divide the years into substantive periods also according to the concomitant 

recession. Specifically, we account for its antecedent moment (2005-2007), the early (2008-2009) 

and late (2010-2012) stages and finally the first recovery (2013-2015). 

 

 

 

Analytical strategy  

We exploit the longitudinal nature of EU-SILC data and analyse the direct association of social 

class on poverty through random-effect linear probability models (Random LPM) (Bell et al., 2018; 

Mood, 2010), thus utilizing between and within variations. Given our descriptive aim, we relax the 

random-effect and exogeneity assumptions3 and carefully do not consider the estimated associations 

as causal effects. 

 
3 In a causal framework, random effects panel models require to meet strict exogeneity assumptions. Estimations should indeed 

not be affected by both time-constant (random-effect assumption) and time-varying (strict exogeneity assumption) unobserved 

heterogeneity.  
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We first document the evolution of poverty risk over time and its class-based stratification. Results 

are presented net of the labour market position, demographics and household characteristics and the 

poverty persistence condition.  

We then compare the stratification of poverty over a set of nested models (M1-M5). By doing so, 

we get a better understanding of the direct association between class and poverty net of the influence 

of other potential poverty determinants. Starting from a first gross model, in which only class and 

period effects are taken into account, we successively include the instable employment position, 

demographics and household characteristics and previous poverty episodes as controls. Their 

stepwise inclusion allows us to also grasp their specific influence on poverty and their role in 

mediating class-risks.    

 

More in detail, regarding the employment situation, we account for contractual positions 

(permanent or fixed-term contracts) and working hours (full and part-time). As a proxy of previous 

career instability, we include the number of months spent in unemployment in the previous years4. 

Socio-demographic aspects include age of the head of the household (in years and its quadratic term, 

to grasp non-linearities), sex and education (holding a degree as a proxy of human capital and skills 

and the consequent better remunerative job opportunities). We further control for household 

characteristics; in first place its composition (single adult, cohabiting couple, both with or without 

children, or a larger arrangement). Following Ward and Ozdemir (2013) and Eurostat’s indications5, 

a measure of work intensity is calculated at the household level as the ratio between the actual number 

of months worked by the adult members of the household and the hypothetical number of months that 

they could have worked. The indicator is aggregated in low (<45%), medium (45-55%) and high 

(>55%) intensity. The presences of dependent children, which may imply additional expenditures and 

difficult reconciliation of work and family is considered through a reversed counter of the age of the 

youngest member and its square. Complete models also control for poverty in the previous year. This 

additional control requires to limit the sample to respondents with at least three observations6 – one 

for the income temporal adjustments (besides in the UK) and one for the previous experience of 

poverty.7 Appendix table 3 provides details and descriptive statistics of all variables. 

Finally, we examine the stratification of poverty persistence. As a sort of entrapment, the 

persistence can be defined as the probability of experience an episode of poverty as a function of 

previous experience of poverty, which is expected to be moderated by the social class. In this 

estimation, we try to tackle major issues of selection into poverty by exploiting the poverty 

determinants previously considered. To account for bias, and address endogeneity among subsequent 

poverty episodes (state dependency), inverse probability weighting (on the “treatment” – poor at t) 

with regression adjustments (on the outcome – poor at t+1) is employed by considering the 

determinants at their specific time points – thus allowing possible changes deriving from such a 

condition. The resultant estimation illustrates the class-related average treatment effect (ATE) of 

 
4 limitations and further development of this measure are discussed by M. Pohlig (2019). 
5Source https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-

explained/index.php/Glossary:Persons_living_in_households_with_low_work_intensity 
6 The resultant sample is composed of 147487 persons with 282368 person-time observations. Specifically, 45001 persons with 

69567 observations (average: 1.35) in Italy; 35384 individuals with 54519 observations (average: 1.35) in Spain; 33690 persons 

with 99092 observations (average: 2.55) in France; and finally, 33412 individuals and 59190 person-time observations (average 

1.59) in the UK. 
7 Compositional and descriptive analyses rely instead on the sample with just the income time-adjustment (not in the UK).  
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poverty persistence. For the sake of comprehension, all the results are reported graphically, detailed 

tables are in the appendix.8  

 

 

5 Empirical Evidence  
 

We start presenting the evolution of the class stratification of poverty risks over the four time 

periods including the recent economic recession and a first recovery. Descriptive evidence (Figure 2) 

confirms a strong, clearly hierarchical and persistent stratification of poverty risks by social class with 

well-sheltered upper classes and “marginalised” working class – even when skilled. With the period 

of the Great Recession, poverty risks increased importantly for the lower social strata (up to an 

incidence of more than 35% in Spain), involving also skilled service occupations, in all countries. 

Upper classes confirmed their persistently low risks (of clearly below 5% incidence).  

 

 
Figure 2: Class exposure to poverty risk over time by country – descriptive sample. 

 

This picture is confirmed by the multivariate models. Figure 3 reports predicted poverty risks by 

social classes over the four time periods, net of controls (details in Appendix table 2). Five major 

findings emerge. (i) Social class not only still stratifies poverty risk, but even became a stronger 

predictor over the recent periods. Particularly, (ii) upper classes (managers and professionals) 

 
8 In it, it is lastly possible to find the stepwise risk analysis and the class-period interaction performed on the sample with only 

income-time-adjustments (descriptive sample), thus not considering poverty persistence as a control. Nevertheless, results do 

not differ from what is visible in the main estimations. 
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maintain associated with high economic security. Similar levels of security characterise technicians 

and associated professionals across all the observed countries, but in Spain, they increased their 

predicted risk alongside the crisis. (iii) Working class members (un/less skilled) experience not only 

the highest risks of poverty but the largest increase in poverty exposure during the observed time 

window. Moreover, (iv) middle-class occupations (slightly) increased their poverty risk exposition, 

but differently so according to the national context. Skilled service employees’ risk grew particularly 

in France and in the UK; skilled industrial employees suffered a larger increase – albeit not linear – 

in Italy and Spain. Finally, (v) a “primacy” of the South is confirmed regarding the changing risk for 

low and unskilled occupations. While their poverty risks are growing in all three countries, in Italy 

and Spain (and France) working classes confirm themselves as the principal losers of the recession.  

 

 
Figure 3: Linear prediction of class-based poverty risk over time periods and by country, net of controls 

(Appendix table 4) – analytical sample. 

 

Figure 4 reports the “class-effect” (with reference to managers and professionals) adding controls 

to the nested models. Results clearly reconfirm the strong, hierarchical stratification of poverty risk 

and southern European countries (Italy and Spain) display the strongest class-stratification, which, 

however, can be partly attributed to different compositions, as the class gradient converges over 

countries when controls are included. The gross class-poverty associations are partly explained by 

demographic characteristics and mediated by other poverty determinants. In the gross model (circle 

– M1), social class depicts a clear-cut hierarchical pattern of risk in all countries, thus confirming the 

association with socioeconomic constraints. Country heterogeneity emerges clearly. Skilled 

industrials and unskilled occupations are particularly at risk in the South. Whereas skilled service 
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employees, a usual safe class, are more at risk in France. When labour instability is controlled 

(diamond - M2), we see an (albeit slight) general decrease of class differences, especially in the South 

for lower classes – as a result of their dualistic labour markets. In this regard, skilled industrial 

employees remained overall stable in France and the UK. Considering the risk associated with each 

included variable (Appendix tables 3, 4, 5, 6), relevant country specificities arise for fixed-term 

contracts. As such, in the dualized South, these contracts are associated with roughly 10% more risk, 

while it goes down to 5% in France and finally no differences in the UK. Part-time contracts, instead, 

are overall associated with a higher risk of poverty in all countries, especially in Italy. Finally, an 

additional month of unemployment in the previous year is connected to higher exposure, especially 

in Italy and the UK.  

 

 
Figure 4: Class-risk coefficients (as percentage) from stepwise model construction by country (Appendix 

tables 5; 6; 7; 8) – analytical sample 

 
After including demographics and household characteristics (square & triangle – M3 & M4), class 

differences in poverty exposure significantly decrease in all countries. Yet, a class-based risk gradient 

remains visible, particularly for the last two disadvantaged classes. Technicians, associated 

professionals and skilled service (not in France) employees got closer to the risk levels of upper 

classes when conditioned to these controls. Among those, a female-headed household is associated 

with lower risk in the South – possibly a result of household head positive self-selection, whereas 

limited differences arise in France and the UK. The ageing of the head seems to be correlated with 

higher risk exposure of the entire household linearly in all countries, which seems due to household 

composition. In fact, when household characteristics are included no substantive differences remain. 
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Regarding the household dimension, couples and larger arrangements (either with or without 

children) are connected to lower poverty risk, whereas singles and lone parents are the most exposed. 

Moreover, the household’s work intensity matters significantly. In fact, the higher is the members’ 

commodification, the lower is the risk of monetary deprivation. Among countries, the gap between 

the low and high intensity is particularly great in the South (around 25%), followed by France (20%) 

and finally the UK (15%). The presence of a child in the household slightly increases exposure. In 

the South, the magnitude is larger, and particularly high when the youngest member is around 10 

years (non-linear relation). In France and the UK instead, the risk is higher the younger is the child. 

The last model (cross – M5) finally includes the information on whether the households were already 

poor in the past year. Previous episodes of poverty are associated with roughly 30% higher risk to 

remain poor in the South, around 25% in France and with a modest 15% in the UK. The inclusion of 

the poverty persistence as predictor further reduces the class differential, nevertheless, a clear 

occupational gradient remains substantially visible.  

 

 
Figure 5: Average treatment effect of poverty persistence for each class by country (Appendix table 9). 

Baseline level defined by the class-specific risk of entering for the first time (in the analysed span) into poverty 

at t+1.  – analytical sample. 

 

In a final analytical step (Figure 5 & Appendix table 7), we provide insights into the class 

stratification of poverty-persistence and thus its intrinsic risk of entrapment. Employing treatment 

estimation techniques, the models test whether experiencing a previous poverty episode determines 

the persistence of moments of economic insecurity. In doing so, we seek to analyse poverty as an 

exogenous variation by accounting for selection into poverty, which would arise by omitting the 
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previously outlined poverty drivers. Overall, poverty seems a sticky phenomenon for all classes, 

though less so in the UK, and with some noteworthy differences. Although managers, professionals, 

technicians and associated professionals are less likely to become poor, they notwithstanding remain 

entrapped when poor, especially in France. Still, skilled industrial (not in the UK) and unskilled 

working class are remarkably more at risk to remain into poverty. Whereas, the skilled service class 

shows a particular – albeit relative – security against poverty entrapment when compared to other 

classes, especially in the UK. We cannot provide a causal interpretation of previous poverty as effects 

might be biases from unobserved heterogeneity and models do provide estimates (also for data 

restrictions) of the genuine state dependency that could derive from deprivation and exclusion. Still, 

we provide a relevant description of class stratification of poverty persistence.  

 

 

6 Discussion and Conclusion 
 

In this paper, we contributed to the study of increasing economic inequalities by focusing on its 

underlying structure. Specifically, we analysed the extent to which individuals’ social class still 

stratifies exposure and entrapment in poverty comparing different national’s labour market and 

welfare configurations over the last decades. In sharp contrast to several post-modernisation 

scenarios, empirical evidence confirmed occupation-based social class to be a relevant determinant 

of poverty incidence as well as its persistence from one year to the other. This underlines the 

importance to go beyond mere descriptive trends and to adopt a structural perspective when studying 

inequalities.  

Moreover, not just proved social class still crucial in structuring poverty risks, it even increased 

its importance as class differentials in poverty risks increased significantly since the time of the great 

recession. Interestingly, class differentials and its increasing importance can only partly be attributed 

to employment conditions and instability or household compositions, though, the largest share is due 

to the stratified exposure to (modern) "poverty determinants". Thus, also for poverty risks, empirical 

evidence confirms what recently was labelled a “fanning-out” mechanism (Albertini, Ballarino & De 

Luca, 2020). While, the upper classes (managers and professionals, but also technicians and 

associated professionals), remained well-sheltered against poverty risks also with the economic crisis, 

lower social classes (low-skilled but also skilled industrial workers), instead, proved to be the 

principal losers: already starting from high poverty risks at the beginning of the century risks 

increased, particularly for the low-skilled  in all considered countries since the crisis. Hence, the 

distance between the two class-poles increased remarkably. A worrying trend is also that poverty 

risks started to infiltrate into traditionally “safe” middle-class: both skilled service and industrial 

employees faced a slight increase over time of the poverty incidence. 

These trends are visible in all four countries but much stronger in southern Europe and much less so 

in the UK. We attribute the negative “primacy of the South” (Italy and Spain, and partially also 

France), with high absolute levels and increasingly strong class gradients to the absence of sufficient 

transfers, and, at least partly, the adverse effects of (increasingly) dualistic labour markets, coming 

with costs mainly for the least advantaged. In fact, class-based risks are partly mediated through 

employment conditions and their control accounts for parts for country differences. Importantly, 

though, also different household compositions (and the combination of income providers) are 

responsible for country differences in risk exposure, underlining that, side by redistribution policies, 
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families and strategies of income pooling are essential for protecting from monetary deprivation – 

and they are even more so, for the less privileged social classes (Cancian & Reed, 2008).  

 

Before concluding, we retrace the major limitations of this research. The first is on substantive terms: 

we addressed household poverty considering individual information instead of dominance criterion 

or, as increasingly suggested, the combination of partners’ classes (in case of couples). Nevertheless, 

we decided to rely on the self-defined household breadwinner as it is assumed to be influent on other 

members’ opportunities and constraints, and thus on their poverty risk exposure. The household’s 

head’s class is not always the highest class in the household. Though, sensitivity analyses confirmed 

a similar pattern also when the dominance criterion is applied.  

Since EU-SILC data do not provide extensive longitudinal observations, we moreover limited our 

analyses by missing the contributory explanation of within-individuals changes and exploit mainly 

the between-component of the variance. For the same data constraints, analyses of poverty incidence 

and persistence are biased by unobserved factors. Nevertheless, we aimed to contribute with a detailed 

description of the phenomenon reducing at most possible sources of biased results.    

 

We started this paper with a comment on changing economic inequalities and the importance to 

consider stratification rather than just descriptive distributions. An amply literature documented 

consistent income changes in European countries, particular delineating trends of polarization with 

rising shares among the top and the bottom and a consequent  draining in the middle (Atkinson & 

Brandolini, 2013; Dallinger, 2013; OECD, 2019; Vaughan-Whitehead, 2016; Grabka & Frick, 2008; 

Grabka et al., 2016; OECD, 2019; Pressman, 2007; de Bustillo & Antón, 2016).  Our stratification 

lens, focussing on poverty, provided support for a polarization scenario as well, accelerated by the 

economic crisis, but without amelioration with the economic retake. However, we show how 

economic risk increasingly concentrate on the less privileged and started to reach also the previously 

well-sheltered middle classes. Given the central role of a broad “middle class” and the need for social 

inclusion for social and political stability in affluent societies, these trends cannot but ring an alarm. 

Our further insight on drivers underlines how “old-fashioned” structural drivers remained crucial for 

determining a family’s economic situation. 
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Appendix  
 

Section 1: The ESeG-scheme and its construction 

 

In this additional section, we briefly retrace the theoretical bases and the operationalization of the ESeG 

scheme. Following the Weberian tradition, the principal determinants of individual life chances, opportunities 

and constraints can be traced in the work domain (Breen & Jonsson, 2005; Erikson et al., 1992; Goldthorpe, 

2002). Specifically, the nature of the employment relations (service, labour or mixed), the level of human 

capital, the occupational sector and the job autonomy are the structural elements that determine different 

economic outcomes as well as long-lasting inequalities. Differently from prestige and status, class is not 

perceived by individuals, it solely refers to the mechanisms of structural determination.  

 

A large number of continuous and categorical measures have been developed to investigate how class 

contributes to social stratification. For our purpose, we exploit the explicative power of a categorical division. 

The rationale of categorical measurement is to qualitatively distinguish work-related social categories 

characterised by internal homogeneity and external heterogeneity (Ganzeboom, De Graaf, & Treiman, 1992), 

not necessarily in a hierarchical order. Workers’ occupational sectors and employment relations are thus divided 

into analytical categories, which are assumed to be able to resemble the structural determination of short and 

long-term economic outcomes (Goldthorpe, 2009; Goldthorpe & McKnight, 2006).  

 

In the wake of the well-known EGP (Erikson-Goldthorpe-Portocarero) scheme (Erikson et al., 1992; 

Goldthorpe, 1997), Rose and Harrison developed slightly variant scheme more suitable for comparative 

approaches, the so-called ESeC (European Socio-economic Classification) (for a comparison see Rose and 

Harrison, 2007). Such schemes, however, require detailed information about managerial and supervisory 

positions and the size of the firms, besides the occupational sector (ISCO) and the employment relation. As 

mentioned in the core text, EU-SILC data lacks this information. To overcome this issue, the ESeG (European 

socio-economic groups) provides a similar scheme useful for comparative analyses when some of the required 

information is missing (Meron et al., 2014). Given that these recently proposed scheme has been less employed 

in the literature, this work finally stands as a test for its validity in differentiation occupational classes with 

respect to the exposure to socio-economic risks. 

 

Appendix table 1 reports the disaggregate ESeG scheme and how it is operationalised starting from the 

ISCO-08 2 digits and the division between employees and self-employed. As for the ESeC scheme, also this 

one includes member not present in the labour market. Inactive categories, as well as self-employed are further 

excluded in the final aggregation, as reported in Appendix Table 2. 

 

 

 

 

 



LIW | WORKING PAPER SERIES N° 1/2020 23 

 

 
Appendix Table 1: Operationalization of ESeG scheme from ISCO-08 2digits and employment relation. 
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Appendix Table 2: Operationalization of employed scheme from condensed ESeG. 
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Section 2: Additional material 

 

 

 
Appendix Figure 1: Average income positioning of occupational classes over time by country – descriptive 

sample. 
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Appendix Table 3:  Descriptive statistics of employed variables – analytical sample 
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Appendix Table 4: Random linear probability interactive models of poverty risk for each country – analytical 

sample. 
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Appendix Table 4: [continuum] 
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Appendix Table 5: Stepwise Random linear probability model of poverty risk in Italy – analytical sample.  



LIW | WORKING PAPER SERIES N° 1/2020 30 

 

 
Appendix Table 6: Stepwise Random linear probability model of poverty risk in Spain – analytical sample. 
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Appendix Table 7: Stepwise Random linear probability model of poverty risk in France – analytical sample. 
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Appendix Table 8: Stepwise Random linear probability model of poverty risk in the United Kingdom – 

analytical sample. 
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Appendix Table 9: Average treatment effect of poverty persistence according to social class by country – 

analytical sample.  
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Appendix Table 10: Random linear probability interactive models of poverty risk for each country – descriptive 

sample. 
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Appendix Table 10: [continuum] 

 

 

 

 
Appendix Figure 3: Linear prediction of class-based poverty risk over time periods (Appendix table 11) – 

descriptive sample. 
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Appendix Figure 4: Class-risk coefficients from stepwise model construction by country (Appendix tables 7; 8; 

9; 10) – descriptive sample. 
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Appendix Table 11: Stepwise Random linear probability model of poverty risk in Italy – descriptive sample. 
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Appendix Table 12: Stepwise Random linear probability model of poverty risk in Spain – descriptive sample. 
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Appendix Table 13: Stepwise Random linear probability model of poverty risk in France – descriptive sample. 
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Appendix Table 14: Stepwise Random linear probability model of poverty risk in the United Kingdom – 

descriptive sample. 


